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After several months of unsuccessful attempts to persuade rearmed groups of former combatants
to lay down their arms, the administration of President Violeta Chamorro now seems committed
to a more confrontational stance. A new plan announced in mid-May with judicial, military, and
police components is aimed at imposing a definitive solution to the problem of insecurity in the
Nicaraguan countryside, a problem which is seriously undermining efforts to reactivate agricultural
production. In fact, an end to the prolonged armed violence which has gripped wide stretches of
northern Nicaragua is one of the key demands raised by a variety of political forces in the National
Dialogue between the government and party representatives, which began in Managua in early
May. The new measures, announced by senior representatives from the government and military
on May 17 and 18, include a partial suspension of constitutional guarantees, a temporary offer of
amnesty for rebels who lay down their arms, and preparations for a large-scale military offensive.
By way of a presidential decree which is still subject to ratification in the National Assembly the
Chamorro administration suspended several articles of the constitution in 14 municipalities in
the northern Nicaraguan departments of Nueva Segovia, Jinotega, Esteli, Madriz and Matagalpa.
The 30-day suspension allows army troops and police to search homes, to detain suspects without
prior permission by a judge, and to hold individuals for over 72 hours before formally pressing
charges against them. This marks the first time constitutional guarantees have been suspended in
Nicaragua since the 1980s, when the Sandinista government headed by president Daniel Ortega
imposed a nationwide state of emergency in order to combat contra rebels from the Nicaraguan
Resistance (Resistencia Nicaraguense, RN). The new measures were announced publicly by
Presidency Minister Antonio Lacayo during an address delivered May 18 at an army base near
Matagalpa. The military and police components of the plan, to be coordinated by Interior Minister
Alfredo Mendieta, include the provision of armed escorts for farmers transporting payroll funds
or harvested crops a main target of armed attacks by irregular groups over the past six months.
Military roadblocks have been set up at strategic points on most major roads and highways in the
north, with army troops and police detaining passing vehicles to search for weapons. According to
army and police spokespersons, the guerrillas have until June 1 to move into one of nine speciallydesignated disarmament enclaves where they may take advantage of a government-sponsored
amnesty program. On June 18, one month after initiation of the plan, the army plans to launch
a series of offensive military actions aimed at flushing out all remaining irregular forces. So far,
the government has confirmed participation in the plan by 1,700 army troops, 600 members from
the National Police, and 570 members of the Special Disarmament Brigades (Brigadas Especiales
de Desarme, BED). Estimates regarding the total number of rebels vary widely. According to
the government, there are currently some 1,200 individuals participating in a total of 43 armed
bands roving the countryside. Of this total, 800 are rearmed former contras from the RN, 200 are
discharged army troops, and the remaining 200 are classified as common criminals. In December
of last year, the army began a military operation aimed at combating the rearmed bands. That
offensive, however, has only had limited success. As of May 10, according to the army, a total
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of 82 clashes had been registered between army troops and rebel bands, resulting in 76 dead,
87 wounded, and 14 captured among the guerrillas, plus 14 government soldiers dead and 19
wounded. Although the frequency and intensity of armed activities has diminished somewhat,
widespread violence threatens to bring agricultural production to a halt in many areas. In part, the
government's difficulty in confronting the situation in the north stems from the diverse nature of
the groups involved in the armed violence. Some recontras are pressing political demands, such
as the removal of army chief Gen. Humberto Ortega and other Sandinistas from the leadership
of the security forces. Others, however, stress economic issues, such as the provision of land plots
and credit promised by Chamorro three years ago but never delivered. In fact, some Sandinista
leaders have already criticized the plan for relying too heavily on military force to resolve problems
which are rooted in poverty and unemployment. In this view, the problem of violence in the
countryside will never be eradicated until the larger issues of social and economic inequality are
addressed. Meanwhile, announcement of the new government measures came just one week after
the launching of new threats by the most overtly political of the recontra bands, the Frente Norte
3-80. For example, on May 10, Frente Norte leader Jose Angel Talavera, "comandante Chacal,"
claimed that he has over 4,000 former contras who are prepared to begin military operations against
the army if dialogue efforts end in failure. Talavera, who was also a leader in the RN, made the
comments in Miami (Florida), where he was reportedly receiving medical attention. Talavera's
group is demanding the dismissal of Gen. Ortega, a program of reductions in the size of the army
which would culminate in its abolition, and a complete overhaul of the judiciary branch. Talavera
says his group has received financial backing from Nicaraguan exiles in the US, as well as in El
Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. And, according to a report by the Notimex wire service, in
early May the Frente Norte 3-80 signed a mutual assistance accord with the anti-Castro paramilitary
organization "Comandos L." The two groups committed themselves to stepping up their armed
activities against the governments in Managua and Havana. And, on May 11 in Managua, another
Frente Norte 3-80 leader threatened to launch a sabotage campaign against agricultural production
in northern Nicaragua unless the army suspends its military operations there. In a communique
read over a Managua radio station, Ciriaco Palacios ("comandante Charrito") said the Frente Norte
3-80 would give the army two weeks to suspend its military activities, after which the recontra group
would begin blocking the circulation of all government vehicles in the north in order to paralyze
agricultural production. (Sources: Notimex, 05/10/93; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish
news service EFE, 05/11/93, 05/18/93, 05/19/93; Agence France-Presse, 05/17/93, 05/18/93; Reuter,
05/18/93)
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